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2	 Social studies	 (Dutch:	 maatschappijleer):	 a	 secondary-school	
compulsory	subject,	often	comprising	citizenship.
1.  History of social studies as a secondary 
















1.1  The 1960s: modest role for sociology in 
the subject that had ‘social education’ as 
its goal
In	1957,	for	the	first	time	a	plea	was	made	in	the	Dutch	










in	this	process	we	refer	 to,	 for	 instance,	Dekker	 (1983),	Lange-
veld	(1966),	Patrick	et	al.	(1977)	and	Vis	(1988).
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suitable means of citizenship education’ (Dekker	1979)4.	
It	took	until	1962	–	with	the	implementation	of	the	
‘Mammoetwet’5	–	for	this	education	to	take	shape,	in	
the	 form	 of	 the	 secondary	 school	 subject	 of	 social	
studies.	With	 this	 subject,	 the	 then	minister	 for	edu-
cation,	Cals6,	hoped	 ‘to impart a degree of knowledge 




the way this subject is taught will depend on the objec-
tives of the school […], but its essential objective should be 
to instil some insight into societal relations, without the 
pretence of becoming a kind of pocket-sized sociology’8.	
The	further	elaboration	of	the	subject	was	initially	left	
to	 schools	 and	 educational	 professionals.	 Teachers,	
subject-matter	 specialists,	 ministerial	 advisory	 com-




bution	to	social	 studies.	In	the	academic	 journal	 the	






































professional	 organization	 of	 sociologists	 viewed	 self-
activation	of	the	student	as	the	main	thing.	
A	side	effect	of	the	unremitting	debate	about	the	
content	 of	 the	 subject	 was	 the	 never	 quite	 satisfac-



















movements,	 home	 nursing	 services	 and	 emigration.	





1.2  The 1970s: discord about the role 
of sociology in the subject that had 







In	 1971,	 the	 Ministry	 for	 Education	 and	 Science	
mandated	the	Commission	for	the	Modernization	of	
the	Social	Studies	Curriculum	to	formulate	an	educa-
tional	 curriculum	for	 social	 studies	with	 the	goal	of	
‘not primarily the acquisition of knowledge, but the devel-
opment of social awareness and social skills’.	Textbooks	
for	the	subject	were	to	be	aimed	at	teaching	students	
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and	 judgements.	 In	 other	 words:	 sociological	 infor-
mation	was	to	play	only	an	introductory	role	towards	
the	ultimate	goal	of	self-activation14.	
In	 1971,	 the	Dutch	 Sociological	 Association	 once	




theless,	 analytical	 and	 teaching	aids	 from	sociology	
could	 certainly	 provide	 valuable	 support.	 Thinking	







studies	 curriculum17.	 Some	 felt	 that	 the	 substantive	
content	of	the	subject	as	taught	in	secondary	schools	












tal	 dilemmas,	 democratic	 conviction,	 tolerance	 and	
defending	one’s	own	and	others’	rights	were	given	a	
place	of	importance	in	the	seventies.	By	the	end	of	the	






Derksen	published	Social Studies, Concept and Practice: 







or	all	of	 a	number	of	 subjects,	 including:	 economics,	history,	
political	science,	psychology,	anthropology,	and	sociology.











1.3  The 1980s: no explicit role for sociology 
in the examination subject that aimed 
to impart knowledge, insight and skills
In	 December	 1979	 the	 Dutch	 Parliament	 passed	 a	
motion	 to	 conduct	 a	 study	of	 the	 conditions	 under	
which	 social	 studies	 could	be	 established	as	 an	elec-
tive	 examination	 subject	 (one	 that	 students	 could	
apply	 towards	 their	 secondary	 school	diploma).	The	
key	reason	for	this	was	that	students	had	shown	little	
interest	in	social	studies,	because	it	was	not	a	subject	















ity	 (not	 testable)	 and	 principle	 (deemed	 too	 depen-
dent	on	individual	views	of	humanity	and	society).	It	
was	 also	noted	 that	 shaping	attitudes	 could	not	be	
considered	unique	 to	 social	 studies,	but	 in	 fact	was	
part	of	education	in	its	entirety.	
The	project	group’s	vision	was	detailed	further	by	
the	 Social	 Studies	 Final	 Examination	 Structure	Com-
mission	and	finalized	for	the	pilot	study.	In	1990,	so-
cial	studies	became	a	standard	(elective)	examination	













22	 In	 2007,	 27	 per	 cent	 of	 the	 university-preparatory	 seconda-
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categorized	and	 in	 the	 thought	processes	 that	ques-
tions	evoke	or	trigger	for	analysis.	However,	the	num-
ber	of	 textbooks	 that	work	with	 concepts	 from	 the	
social	science	was	limited.
1.4  The 1990s: the content of the subject is 










mendations	 on	 how	 teachers	 might	 give	 substance	
to	 a	 2-hour	 weekly	 programme	 lasting	 one	 school	
year	–	 this	was	 the	magnitude	of	 the	 subject.	 From	
the	perspectives	of	three	social	science	disciplines	(so-


































to	 demonstrate	 more	 mutual	 coherence	 and	 that	
more	 emphasis	 had	been	placed	on	 the	 teaching	of	
skills29.	The	largest	change	for	social	studies	brought	
















ies	 as	 a	 separate	 subject,	 for	 fear	 that	 it	 would	 dis-





1.5  The new century: separation between 
education and knowledge creates new 
opportunities for sociology
After	many	years	of	lobbying,	the	Dutch	Association	
of	Social	Studies	Teachers	 (NVLM)	 saw	 its	efforts	 re-






to	 a	 renewed	 interest	 in	 citizenship30.	 Social	 studies	
was	deemed	by	the	Ministry	of	Education,	Culture	and	
Science	to	be	the	most	appropriate	platform	for	pro-
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Outside	 the	 compulsory	 subject	 of	 social	 studies,	
with	 its	 emphasis	 on	 citizenship	 education,	 social	






disciplines32.	 In	 this,	 sociology	and	political	 science	
formed	the	basis.
This	choice	meant	that	for	the	first	time	in	the	his-





studies’.	 The	 second	 type	 (social	 sciences)	 aimed	 to	
give	 students	 an	 impression	of	 the	fields	of	 inquiry,	
methods	and	theories	typical	of	social	science.
This	separation	of	social	studies	into	two	variants	
with	 different	 goals	 and	 substance	 appears	 to	 have	
paved	the	way	for	allowing	sociology	to	take	a	lead-
ing	role	in	filling	in	the	content	of	the	social	sciences	
as	 taught	 in	Dutch	 secondary	 schools.	The	next	 sec-
tion	will	go	further	into	this.




chose	 the	 ‘concept-context	 approach’.	 This	 starting	
point	was	also	chosen	by	other	reform	commissions	
in	the	Netherlands,	for	example,	for	the	subjects	phys-




ing	 it	 from	 becoming	 overloaded,	 while	 countering	
the	content	fragmentation	and	arbitrariness	that	was	
increasingly	 evident	 in	 examination	 subjects.	 The	
contexts	create	‘bridges’	between	reality	and	the	con-





meaningful	and	motivating	 to	 students.33	 In	 the	 so-
cial	 sciences	examination,	 students	must	be	able	 to	
apply	 the	 conceptual	 framework	 independently	 to	
new	content.
The	framework	contains	four	main	concepts	(bonds,	














Figure 1:  Concepts in social sciences as 



































The	 social	 sciences	 naturally	 possesses	 an	unending	
supply	of	social	contexts.	The	commission	made	a	se-
lection	from	among	these	using	the	criterion	that	a	
chosen	 context	must	 lend	 itself	 to	 illuminating	 con-
cepts	 and	 to	 clarifying	 cross-linkages	 among	 them.	
The	 commission	 chose	 four	 contexts,	 each	of	which	
starts	from	one	of	the	main	concepts	bonds,	education,	
change	 and	 relations.	 Each	 context	 is	 further	 elabo-
rated,	starting	from	one	of	the	main	concepts,	based	




cohesion,	 socialization	 and	 political	 institutions.	 In	
addition,	cross-linkages	are	made	to	other	main	con-
cepts.	Thus	 there	 is	 the	cross-linkage	with	the	main	





taining	 four	 contexts,	 all	 four	of	 the	main	 concepts	
34	 Ibidem,	p.	22-23	
35	 Ibidem,	p.	28.
Lieke	Meijs,	Ariana	Need	 Journal of Social Science Education












2.1 More science, less doctrine
In	 order	 to	 indicate	 the	way	 the	 new	 subject	 of	 so-
cial	 sciences	 is	distinguished	 from	social	 studies	we	
take	a	brief	look	at	one	of	the	chosen	contexts,	‘Forms	
of	 Community’.	 This	 context	 used	 to	 be	 covered	 as	
a	theme	in	social	studies.	In	social	studies,	teachers	










part,	 social	 sciences	 as	 taught	 in	 secondary	 schools	
covers	 the	 characteristics	 of	 the	 social	 and	political	
map	of	the	Netherlands	in	modern	times	and	in	the	
setting	relevant	to	the	country.36	But	social	sciences	
goes	 one	 level	 deeper	 as	well,	 offering	 insight	 into	


































cial	 studies	 as	 a	 secondary	 school	 subject	 remained	
shaky	up	until	2007:	there	was	no	prescribed	content	
and	until	1997,	the	compulsory	subject	did	not	count	
towards	 the	 official	 graduation	 requirements.	 As	 a	
result,	it	was	turned	into	a	plaything	for	continually	
changing	political	desires	and	new	educational	devel-

















devised	 for	 teachers	 of	 social	 studies.	 The	 fact	 that	
for	a	long	time	there	were	few	social	studies	teachers	




















Lieke	Meijs,	Ariana	Need	 Journal of Social Science Education










understanding.	 In	 this	 subject	 there	 is	 a	need	 for	a	
firm	 framework.	With	 the	 concept-context	 approach,	




this	 perspective	 in	 other	 contexts	 as	well.	 Thus,	 so-
ciology	provides	an	important	foundation	for	social	
sciences.	
4. Looking ahead: opportunities and threats
It	will	certainly	take	until	2013-2015	before	the	new	
social	sciences	examination	programme	is	implement-






For	 the	 social	 sciences	 programme,	 a	 key	 goal	 of	
the	pilot	period	will	be	to	look	at	the	degree	to	which	
the	concept-context	approach	 is	 feasible	 in	practical	
terms	in	the	lessons	and	whether	the	students	prove	
able	 in	an	examination	situation	 to	apply	 the	 socio-
logical	body	of	knowledge	to	other	societal	dilemmas.	
Herein	 lies	 an	 opportunity	 to	 investigate	 in	 greater	
depth	this	means	of	combining	science	with	contexts	
that	 are	 recognizable	 to	 students.	 For	 sociology,	 a	





ing	 for	 the	teachers	of	 the	subject.	The	main	threat	
is	presented	by	the	fact	that	teachers	will	have	to	be	
given	the	time	and	resources	to	educate	themselves	
on	 the	 new	 content;	 also,	 they	 must	 be	 given	 the	
chance	to	integrate	the	new	approach	into	their	every-
day	teaching	practices.
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